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Factory Life in the Gilded Age — Excerpts from Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle (this is a work of fiction, based
on real-life experiences in factories that Sinclair witnessed)

For your assigned number(s), 1) read entire excerpt, 2) underline the most vile, disgusting part, and 3) come up
with a sentence or two that summarizes what the excerpt is about.

1. There were the men in the pickle rooms, for instance, where old Antanas had gotten his death; scarce a one
of these that had not some spot of horror on his person. Let a man so much as scrape his finger pushing a
truck in the pickle rooms, and he might have a sore that would put him out of the world; all the joints in his
fingers might be eaten by the acid, one by one. Of the butchers and floorsmen, the beefers and trimmers, and
all those who used knives, you could scarcely find a person who had the use of his thumb; time and time
again the base of it had been slashed, till it was a mere lump of flesh against which the man pressed the
knife to hold it. The hands of these men would be criss- crossed with cuts, until you could no longer pretend
to count them or to trace them. They would have no nails, — they had worn them off pulling hides; their
knuckles were swollen so that their fingers spread out like a fan.

2. There were men who worked in the cooking rooms, in the midst of steam and sickening odors, by artificial
light; in these rooms the germs of tuberculosis might live for two years, but the supply was renewed every
hour. There were the beef-luggers, who carried two-hundred-pound quarters into the refrigerator-cars; a
fearful kind of work, that began at four o'clock in the morning, and that wore out the most powerful men in
a few years. There were those who worked in the chilling rooms, and whose special disease was
rheumatism; the time limit that a man could work in the chilling rooms was said to be five years. There were
the wool-pluckers, whose hands went to pieces even sooner than the hands of the pickle men; for the pelts of
the sheep had to be painted with acid to loosen the wool, and then the pluckers had to pull out this wool with
their bare hands, till the acid had eaten their fingers off.

3. There were those who made the tins for the canned meat; and their hands, too, were a maze of cuts, and each
cut represented a chance for blood poisoning. Some worked at the stamping machines, and it was very
seldom that one could work long there at the pace that was set, and not give out and forget himself and have
a part of his hand chopped off. There were the "hoisters," as they were called, whose task it was to press the
lever which lifted the dead cattle off the floor. They ran along upon a rafter, peering down through the damp
and the steam; and as old Durham's architects had not built the killing room for the convenience of the
hoisters, at every few feet they would have to stoop under a beam, say four feet above the one they ran on;
which got them into the habit of stooping, so that in a few years they would be walking like chimpanzees.

4. Worst of any, however, were the fertilizer men, and those who served in the cooking rooms. These people
could not be shown to the visitor, — for the odor of a fertilizer man would scare any ordinary visitor at a
hundred yards, and as for the other men, who worked in tank rooms full of steam, and in some of which
there were open vats near the level of the floor, their peculiar trouble was that they fell into the vats; and
when they were fished out, there was never enough of them left to be worth exhibiting, — sometimes they
would be overlooked for days, till all but the bones of them had gone out to the world as Durham's Pure
Leaf Lard!

5. With one member trimming beef in a cannery, and another working in a sausage factory, the family had a
first-hand knowledge of the great majority of Packingtown swindles. For it was the custom, as they found,
whenever meat was so spoiled that it could not be used for anything else, either to can it or else to chop it up
into sausage. With what had been told them by Jonas, who had worked in the pickle rooms, they could now
study the whole of the spoiled-meat industry on the inside, and read a new and grim meaning into that old
Packingtown jest — that they use everything of the pig except the squeal.

6. Jonas had told them how the meat that was taken out of pickle would often be found sour, and how they
would rub it up with soda to take away the smell, and sell it to be eaten on free-lunch counters; also of all



10.

11.

12.

the miracles of chemistry which they performed, giving to any sort of meat, fresh or salted, whole or
chopped, any color and any flavor and any odor they chose. In the pickling of hams they had an ingenious
apparatus, by which they saved time and increased the capacity of the plant — a machine consisting of a
hollow needle attached to a pump; by plunging this needle into the meat and working with his foot, a man
could fill a ham with pickle in a few seconds.

. And yet, in spite of this, there would be hams found spoiled, some of them with an odor so bad that a man

could hardly bear to be in the room with them. To pump into these the packers had a second and much
stronger pickle which destroyed the odor — a process known to the workers as "giving them thirty per cent."
Also, after the hams had been smoked, there would be found some that had gone to the bad. Formerly these
had been sold as "Number Three Grade," but later on some ingenious person had hit upon a new device, and
now they would extract the bone, about which the bad part generally lay, and insert in the hole a white-hot
iron.

. After this invention there was no longer Number One, Two, and Three Grade — there was only Number One

Grade. The packers were always originating such schemes — they had what they called "boneless hams,"
which were all the odds and ends of pork stuffed into casings; and "California hams," which were the
shoulders, with big knuckle joints, and nearly all the meat cut out; and fancy "skinned hams," which were
made of the oldest hogs, whose skins were so heavy and coarse that no one would buy them — that is, until
they had been cooked and chopped fine and labeled "head cheese!"

It was only when the whole ham was spoiled that it came into the department of Elzbieta. Cut up by the two-
thousand-revolutions-a-minute flyers, and mixed with half a ton of other meat, no odor that ever was in a
ham could make any difference. There was never the least attention paid to what was cut up for sausage;
there would come all the way back from Europe old sausage that had been rejected, and that was moldy and
white — it would be dosed with borax and glycerine, and dumped into the hoppers, and made over again for
home consumption.

There would be meat that had tumbled out on the floor, in the dirt and sawdust, where the workers had
tramped and spit uncounted billions of consumption germs. There would be meat stored in great piles in
rooms; and the water from leaky roofs would drip over it, and thousands of rats would race about on it. It
was too dark in these storage places to see well, but a man could run his hand over these piles of meat and
sweep off handfuls of the dried dung of rats. These rats were nuisances, and the packers would put poisoned
bread out for them; they would die, and then rats, bread, and meat would go into the hoppers together.

This is no fairy story and no joke; the meat would be shoveled into carts, and the man who did the shoveling
would not trouble to lift out a rat even when he saw one — there were things that went into the sausage in
comparison with which a poisoned rat was a tidbit. There was no place for the men to wash their hands
before they ate their dinner, and so they made a practice of washing them in the water that was to be ladled
into the sausage. There were the butt-ends of smoked meat, and the scraps of corned beef, and all the odds
and ends of the waste of the plants, that would be dumped into old barrels in the cellar and left there.

Under the system of rigid economy which the packers enforced, there were some jobs that it only paid to do
once in a long time, and among these was the cleaning out of the waste barrels. Every spring they did it; and
in the barrels would be dirt and rust and old nails and stale water — and cartload after cartload of it would be
taken up and dumped into the hoppers with fresh meat, and sent out to the public's breakfast. Some of it they
would make into "smoked" sausage — but as the smoking took time, and was therefore expensive, they
would call upon their chemistry department, and preserve it with borax and color it with gelatine to make it
brown. All of their sausage came out of the same bowl, but when they came to wrap it they would stamp
some of it "special," and for this they would charge two cents more a pound.



Tenement Life in the Gilded — Excerpts from Jacob Riis’ How the Other Half Lives (Riis’ work is non-
fiction, based strictly on fact)

For your assigned number(s), 1) read entire excerpt, 2) underline something that you would change if you
could, and 3) come up with a sentence or two that summarizes what the excerpt is about.

MOTT STREET

1. A message came one day last spring summoning me to a Mott Street tenement in which lay a child dying
from some unknown disease. With the 'charity doctor' I found the patient on the top floor stretched upon
two chairs in a dreadfully stifling room. She was gasping in the agony of peritonitis that had already
written its death-sentence on her wan and pinched face. The whole family, father, mother, and four
ragged children, sat around looking on with the stony resignation of helpless despair that had long since
given up the fight against fate as useless.

2. A glance around the wretched room left no doubt as to the cause of the child's condition. 'Improper
nourishment', said the doctor, which, translated to suit the place, meant starvation.The father's hands
were crippled from lead poisoning. He had not been able to work for a year. A contagious disease of the
eyes, too long neglected, had made the mother and one of the boys nearly blind. The children cried with
hunger. They had not broken their fast that day and it was then near noon. For months the family had
subsisted on two dollars a week from the priest, and a few loaves and a piece of corned beef which the
sisters sent them on Saturday. The doctor gave direction for the treatment of the child, knowing that it
was possible only to alleviate its sufferings until death should end them, and left some money for food for
the rest.

3. An hour later, when I returned, I found them feeding the dying child with ginger ale, bought for two cents
a bottle at the peddler's cart down the street. A pitying neighbor had proposed it as the one thing she
could think of as likely to make the child forget its misery. There was enough in the bottle to go round to
the rest of the family. In fact, the wake had already begun; before night it was under way in dead
earnest."
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THE GENESIS OF THE TENEMENT

4. Their comfortable dwellings in the once fashionable streets along the East River front fell into the hands of
real-estate agents and boarding-house keepers; and here, says the report to the Legislature of 1857, when
the evils engendered had excited just alarm, “in its beginning, the tenant-house became a real blessing to
that class of industrious poor whose small earnings limited their expenses, and whose employment in
workshops, stores, or about the warehouses and thoroughfares, render a near residence of much
importance.”

5. Not for long, however. As business increased, and the city grew with rapid strides, the necessities of the
poor became the opportunity of their wealthier neighbors, and the stamp was set upon the old houses,
suddenly become valuable, which the best thought and effort of a later age have vainly struggled to
efface. Their “large rooms were partitioned into several smaller ones, without regard to light or ventilation,
the rate of rent being lower in proportion to space or height from the street; and they soon became filled
from cellar to garret with a class of tenantry living from hand to mouth, loose in morals, improvident in
habits, degraded, and squalid as beggary itself.”

6. It was thus the dark bedroom, prolific of untold depravities, came into the world. It was destined to
survive the old houses. In their new role, says the old report, eloquent in its indignant denunciation of
“evils more destructive than wars,” “they were not intended to last. Rents were fixed high enough to cover
damage and abuse from this class, from whom nothing was expected, and the most was made of them
while they lasted.

7. Neatness, order, clean-liness, were never dreamed of in connection with the tenant-house system, as it
spread its localities from year to year; while reckless slovenliness, discontent, privation, and ignorance
were left to work out their invariable results, until the entire premises reached the level of tenant-house
dilapidation, containing, but sheltering not, the miserable hordes that crowded beneath mouldering, water-
rotted roofs or burrowed among the rats of clammy cellars.” Yet so illogical is human greed that, at a later
day, when called to account, “the proprietors frequently urged the filthy habits of the tenants as an excuse
for the condition of their property, utterly losing sight of the fact that it was the tolerance of those habits
which was the real evil, and that for this they themselves were alone responsible.”

H=
hallway




THE PROBLEM OF CHILDREN
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10.

11.
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The problem of the children becomes, in these swarms, to the last degree perplexing. Their very number
makes one stand aghast. I have already given instances of the packing of the child population in East Side
tenements. They might be continued indefinitely until the array would be enough to startle any
community. For, be it remembered, these children with the training they receive—or do not receive—with
the instincts they inherit and absorb in their growing up, are to be our future rulers, if our theory of
government is worth anything. More than a working majority of our voters now register from the
tenements.

I counted the other day the little ones, up to ten years or so, in a Bayard Street tenement that for a yard
has a triangular space in the centre with sides fourteen or fifteen feet long, just room enough for a row of
ill-smelling closets at the base of the triangle and a hydrant at the apex. There was about as much light in
this “yard” as in the average cellar. I gave up my self-imposed task in despair when I had counted one
hundred and twenty-eight in forty families.

Thirteen I had missed, or not found in. Applying the average for the forty to the whole fifty-three, the
house contained one hundred and seventy children. It is not the only time I have had to give up such
census work. I have in mind an alley—an inlet rather to a row of rear tenements—that is either two or four
feet wide according as the wall of the crazy old building that gives on it bulges out or in. I tried to count
the children that swarmed there, but could not. Sometimes I have doubted that anybody knows just how
many there are about. Bodies of drowned children turn up in the rivers right along in summer whom no
one seems to know anything about.

When last spring some workmen, while moving a pile of lumber on a North River pier, found under the last
plank the body of a little lad crushed to death, no one had missed a boy, though his parents afterward
turned up. The truant officer assuredly does not know, though he spends his life trying to find out,
somewhat illogically, perhaps, since the department that employs him admits that thousands of poor
children are crowded out of the schools year by year for want of room.

There was a big tenement in the Sixth Ward, now happily appropriated by the beneficent spirit of business
that blots out so many foul spots in New York—it figured not long ago in the official reports as “an out-
and-out hogpen”—that had a record of one hundred and two arrests in four years among its four hundred
and seventy-eight tenants, fifty-seven of them for drunken and disorderly conduct. I do not know how
many children there were in it, but the inspector reported that he found only seven in the whole house
who owned that they went to school.

The rest gathered all the instruction they received running for beer for their elders. Some of them claimed
the “flat” as their home as a mere matter of form. They slept in the streets at night. The official came upon
a little party of four drinking beer out of the cover of a milk-can in the hallway. They were of the seven
good boys and proved their claim to the title by offering him some.



